We are not accustomed to thinking of nineteenth-century African Americans in Africa as explorers. We think of them as missionaries, traders, even sons returned to the bosom of their motherland, but not explorers. These four diaries, dating between 1858 and 1874, belie the notion that African Americans in Africa had no role in exploration. Though the authors of the diaries were all citizens of Liberia, African Americans who had left the United States to settle in the colony founded by the American Colonization Society in 1821, the journeys they made further into the interior and the journals they wrote fall squarely into the genre of exploration writing. Reading them, one notes a striking yet not surprising affinity between their writing and that of white explorers in the same era. Much as their motives may have differed from those of European contemporaries like Richard Burton and Winwood Reade (unfair comparisons perhaps), the style of writing is oddly similar.
The editors have done a fine job of presenting the narratives in a comprehensive manner. After a brief introductory chapter in which they present the explorers and a brief historical background of Liberia, they give us the diaries in as original a form as possible. The order is chronological, beginning with the journeys of James Sims and George Seymour in 1858, followed by the two trips made by Benjamin Anderson in 1868-69 and 1874. The last chapter sets the diaries in context, explaining and clarifying some of the references made by the three men. Some readers may choose to read this chapter before the narratives.
The accounts of the explorers themselves offer interesting insights into Liberian and West African history during a particular time period. True to travel narratives of the day, the diaries are filled with adventure and mishap, danger (including "hostile natives"), deprivation, and disaster. These men traveled the Liberian countryside with the same air of confidence in the rightness of their enterprise as their European counterparts did. Their language and descriptions of indigenous peoples and places are often tinged with the same notion of cultural superiority. Each of the travelers has a horror story of sorts-an execution African-style, the misery of slavery (which they all allude to), or uncomfortable accommodations. Their main concern was to establish relations, particularly trading relations, with indigenous Africans. As a result, all wrote of their interactions with African leaders, noting their various levels of success. The style of the travelers varies, illustrating the different agenda and interests of each. Sims and Seymour wear a missionary cloak, with the goal of converting pagan Africans into civilized Christians, although Seymour shows more tolerance for African customs than the other two. Of the three, Benjamin Anderson might best be compared to European explorers of the time.
All of them, however, note their obligation and duty to Africa, stressing the need for Americo-Liberian cooperation with indigenous Africans. Sadly, those who followed did not heed this advice, as the subsequent history of Liberia would show. This interesting book is of value to those interested in the history of Liberia and West Africa, and it illuminates the often tragic history of an enterprise that began with such hope. Having recently reviewed for this journal Trevor Clark's excellent compendium, The Last Generation of Nigeria's Turawa (Bristol, 2002) , I was keen to cast an eye over his memoirs. I relaxed and dug in, expecting a bright and breezy romp. It turned out to be anything but. Indeed, it was hard and heavy going and required two attentive readings. Having been buffeted in the course of my first reading by a curious, heavily congested, quasi-telegraphic, almost shorthand style, albeit packed with informative detail, I was baffled. Then gradually the light dawned. Clark had produced what in fact he had been doing with great efficiency and economy all his working life as a colonial administrator: an extended, if in this instance somewhat randomly organized, "minute." Having deduced this, translated the vast assortment of acronyms and shorthand identities, and then pondered the meanings to be derived from the content, I had a second go. This time I fared better. What now was revealed was a fascinating tale that provides an honest and penetrating account detailing much more than the mere activities (exhaustive and exhausting as these were) of a skilled, dedicated, and loyal administrator who served in three of Britain's last-remaining colonial possessions: Northern Nigeria, Hong Kong, and the British Solomon Islands Protectorate. Clark is of that not-so-small band of "committed improvers" who sought to bring a glimmer of light into the darker reaches of colonial administration. That this was not always appreciated by his superiors in the field and in Whitehall, particularly during this downbeat period of colonial disengagement, is amply demonstrated.
Still, distressing and depressing as, inevitably, Clark's tale is, his tenacious hold on practical, commonsense human values, his caring, his humor, and his determination to maintain these values and this outlook when confronted with bleak prospects and unrelenting pressure "from
